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LETTERS

I recently organized a series of articles on insect biodiversity that was published in the
Winter 1999 issue (Am. Entomol. 45: 204249). This series was based on a symposium
presented at the 1996 National ESA Meeting
in Louisville, Kentucky.
I have been approached by various coleopterists who have pointed out that the symposium (and publication) omitted the most
important and speciose groups of insects, the
Coleoptera. The original slate of speakers for
the symposium did, in fact, include a coleopterist who declined to participate on the day
the final list was due. Thus, omission of the
Coleoptera was unfortunate, but not intentional.
M. ALMASOLIS
Systematic Entomology Laboratory,
USDA, National Museum of Natural
History, MRC 168, Washington, DC
A Comment on Coleoptera and
Hymenoptera Diversity

In a clearly presented perspective on Hymenoptera biodiversity, E. E. Grissell (Am.
Entomol. 45: 235-243) sours the mix by
launching a salvo of baseless accusations
against the community of coleopterists for
engaging in what he terms "shameless public
relations" and "an inordinate fondness for
exaggeration."
He offers some gratuitous
negative comments about the position of Coleoptera as the most diverse order of insects,
suggesting that this is an artifact of a lack of
positive imagery toward Hymenoptera combined with a tendency toward hyperbole by
coleopterists. This sort of species envy has been
around for a long time, but to see it expressed
in such brash terms in an issue of the American Entomologist devoted to insect diversity
is surprising. Absent from the issue is a comparable treatment of beetles. That absence, in
combination with Dr. Grissell's comments, requires a response.
Perhaps the most effective and evenhanded
testimony to the numerical position of beetle
species is given by the ecologist K. Gaston
(1991, Conserv. BioI. 5: 283-296), who reviewed the issue of numbers of species of the
major insect orders in consultation with many
specialists on each order. Gaston's survey
showed that, in all available estimates of described species (his table 1) as well as his own
actual counts of species recorded in ZoologiAMERICAN
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State University, Brookings, SD; WILLIAMWARNER,Chandler, AZ; and PAUL
SKELLEY,
Florida State Collection of
Arthropods, Gainesville, FL.

Dr. Grissell replies:
I apologize if I have, through some slip of
the tongue (in-cheek), offended the coleopterists of the world, or at least the majority of
them, as indicated by the above letter. I respectfully suggest that "brash terms" and even
disputes occasionally reside in the mind of the
beholder, not necessarily in the pen of the offender.
I find it ironic that although numbers are
not the issue, as explained at length by the
authors, the essential focus of the letter is some
fixation on competitive numerology. My own
discussion of numbers was strictly an accounting of numerical diversity in Hymenoptera,
nothing more. Not one word is uttered about
numerical comparisons relative to other orders. Surely we hymenopterists are allowed to
inventory the group upon which we work and
state our present level of knowledge. Indeed,
that was, I thought, the purpose of the symposium. In addition to the numerical overview, I presented a similarly construed
discussion of biological and abiotic diversity
as well as the combined consequences of these
factors, all of which was ignored in the letter.
My comments relative to "hyper-diversity"
are confined to three paragraphs, which take
up less than five percent of the paper. The gist
of those paragraphs is that hyperdiversity is
the result of considerably more data than
simple numbers, and this might be considered
when making absolute statements about the
Coleoptera. I had imagined that the champions of the largest and greatest of insect orders
might see the humor in the metamorphosis of
a wonderful and well-worn phrase into a hyperbolic epigram. Obviously, I was in error.
My intention was not to offend.
My essay was devoted explicitly to alien
notions surrounding
the subject of hymenopteran biodiversity, one notion of which
is that Hymenoptera receive little positive recognition relative to their importance in the
scheme of things. If I appear to be
hymenopterocentric and insecure about the
size of my order, so be it. Comparing the lighthearted timbre of my essay with the tenebrous
response of the letter, I place the judgment for
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cal Record as being newly described per year
(table 2), Coleoptera exceed Hymenoptera by
two to three times. Ironically, Dr. Grissell cites
Gaston elsewhere in his article to support his
assertion that most Hymenoptera species are
undescribed, but conveniently omits mentioning that the highest estimate Gaston found
for actual Hymenoptera diversity (600,000
by I. Gauld) is little over half of the lowest
estimate Gaston could justify for Coleoptera
(1 million). Finally, estimation and speculation about the number of undescribed species
aside, the most concrete figures available for
the numbers of described species are approximately 400,000 beetles, 190,000 Lepidoptera,
and 160,000 Hymenoptera (Stork 1997; cited
by Solis 2000, Am. Entomol. 45: 205).
There is a more important issue at stake
than determining which taxon deserves to be
labeled the most hyperdiverse. Disputes between groups of entomological specialists will
not change the number of described or
undescribed species, or the extinction rate of
the world's biota. If the parasitic wasps ultimately outnumber the beetles as some predictions suggest on ecological grounds, so be it!
Our feelings overall are that our goal in studying insect systematics and ecology is to understand global diversity and the marvelously
complex interactions among species. Relative
numbers of species in one order versus another are not relevant to that goal. Dr. Grissell
makes many good points about the need to
foster a well-educated, environmentally caring public if we are to save what is left of our
dwindling
natural
habitats,
but his
hymenopterocentric
perspective and apparent insecurity about the size of his order do
not help in attaining that goal.
Signed by the following coleopterists:
CHRISCARLTON,Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, LAj ALFRED
NEWfON,JR., and MARGARET
THAYER,
Field Museum of Natural History,
Chicago, ILj GEORGEBALL,University
of Alberta, Edmonton, ABj EUGENE
HALL,ANDREWSMITH,MARYLIZ
JAMESON,
and BRETTRATCLIFFE,
University of Nebraska State Museum,
Lincoln, NEj STEWART
PECK,Carleton
University, Ottawa, ON; TERRYSEENO,
California Department of Food and
Agriculture, Sacramento, CAj STEVEN
LINGAFELTER,
USDA-SEL, Washington,
DC; PAULJ. JOHNSON,South Dakota
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